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ster·ile
/ˈsterəl/
adjective
failing to bear or incapable of producing fruit or spores
failing to produce or incapable of producing offspring
		

a sterile hybrid

free from living organisms and especially pathogenic
microorganisms
		

a sterile syringe
***

to·ko·pho·bi·a
/ˌtɒkəˈfəʊbɪə/
noun

a variant spelling of tocophobia
an abnormal fear of giving birth or becoming pregnant

word origin
from Greek tokos childbirth + -phobia

G

***

rowing up, children seemed an inevitability. I have maintained
from age twenty that if I ever spawned a boy-child, he’d be called
Benjamin Kenobi [Insert Last Name]. But the desire was never really
there. I have never felt the need to be a mom. I think a big part of it
is that I wasn’t around younger children much while growing up. I’m
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an only child, am the middle cousin on my mom’s side and rarely saw
my younger cousins, and am the youngest on my dad’s side. I rarely
babysat because we didn’t know many families with young children. I
detest babies and everything about them. Young children disgust me
with their constant noise and stickiness.
Despite my—ahem—distaste for children, everyone around me has
always been certain that I will, in fact, pop out a crotchfruit someday,
saying that I’ll change my mind about having them and that I’ll feel
differently about my own child. These thoughts have always baffled
me. Why on earth would someone bring a human life into the world
unless they were sure they would love it more than anyone else, and
knew they wanted to do so? Nearly everything else I could possibly
do can be undone; tattoos, marriage, debt. The only thing that can’t,
aside from murdering someone, is having a kid.
***
I started asking medical providers about a tubal ligation around
age twenty-two, but I was too young and unmarried.
“You’ll regret it,” they said.
“Oh, you just haven’t met the right man! You’ll want a baby with
the right guy,” they told me.
At twenty-five, my doctor told me she certainly wouldn’t tie my
tubes, and that my only chance would be finding a “very progressive,”
likely female doctor, going to her with my husband (yes, I would need
to be married), and expressing our mutual desire to not have children. It would be much easier, I was told, for my boyfriend to have a
vasectomy. None of my long-term boyfriends, all of whom have also
decided against children, were willing to go through with the procedure. Birth control has always been on me once exclusivity and a
clean bill of sexual health for both parties were established.
***
At twenty-six, I learned about Essure; a method of permanent
birth control now banned in the United States. They are a method of
tubal occlusion, which means they are implanted into the fallopian
tubes to block sperm from reaching a waiting egg. Essure implants
are very small coils inserted into the fallopian tubes via the vagina,
cervix, and uterus. It is considered an outpatient procedure and is
often performed with no sedation of any kind. According to available
literature, the procedure causes some women “mild discomfort.”
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Essure implants received FDA approval in 2003. At the time, it was
marketed by a company called Conceptus. Bayer (the pharmaceutical giant behind products like the Mirena, Aleve and Advantage)
acquired Conceptus and its products in 2013. Before that, however,
in 2011, a woman named Angie Firmalino started a Facebook group
called “Essure Problems” following the implantation and subsequent
removal of her Essure Implants.
***
Strangers and people who know me well are often confused or
even offended by my decision to not procreate.
“Doesn’t your mom want to be a grandma?”
Well, no, but even if she did, I do not exist solely to make my mom
a grandma.
“What if your husband wants kids?”
My fiancé also doesn’t want kids. I wouldn’t marry someone who
did.
“You’d be such a great mom!”
Maybe so, but no thanks.
“I think you need to have a baby,” a former coworker once said. I
told him that I most certainly did not need to have a baby.
“Who’s going to take care of you when you get old?”
Someone I pay to do so. Imagine having kids just so you’ll have
someone to guilt into taking care of you when you’re old.
People hiding behind keyboards have said even nastier things.
“Fuck you, cunt. Have fun dying alone,” one said on a child-free page.
“Enjoy your fifteen cats, bitch. Because no man is gonna want
you,” another said.
***
My experiences remind me of the Hulu drama The Handmaid’s
Tale. Based on Margaret Atwood’s novel by the same name, it takes
place in a dystopian future where it had become almost impossible
for couples to have children. Most of the United States have been
overthrown by a totalitarian regime that forces fertile women into
sexual slavery. Once a month, they are raped by the powerful man
(“Commander”) they serve while his wife holds the “Handmaid”
down. The goal is to impregnate her with a viable fetus. When she
gives birth, she is passed to the next Commander. Handmaids do not
even have names. They become Of_____. So June, the main character
is known as Offred, because her commander’s name is Fred. Another
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Handmaid is Ofwarren. Oferic. Ofjoseph.
Like the women of The Handmaid’s Tale, I feel as though I am seen
as merely a vessel for potential offspring. To them, I am “Ofmatthew.”
Instead of asking me about literally anything else, people ask my partner and I when we’re having kids.
***
In ninth grade, we were forced to watch a video of an amniocentesis and a woman giving birth. I was apparently so pale one of my
table-mates was concerned that I was going to pass out. I was so horrified by what I was seeing on the screen. I couldn’t imagine carrying
for over nine months and then birthing a literal parasite. I still can’t. I
would literally rather die than become pregnant and give birth. That’s
when I figured out that I have tokophobia. A few family members
swear up and down that it’s not a real thing.
***
After all my research and my struggles obtaining a tubal ligation,
I decided to go with Essure. I had a consultation at Planned Parenthood. The provider gave me forms to sign, noting that the biggest
risk associated with the procedure was regret, especially in “younger
women.” I was ready to have the procedure as soon as possible, but
state law required a thirty-day waiting period. I had to wait another
month or so after that for an opening at the one Planned Parenthood
clinic in the area that performed the procedure. My Essure Implants
would be getting placed in April of 2018.
The day of the procedure I opted for the “minimal sedation” which
came in the form of two Vicodin and two Xanax.
I still felt everything. I screamed in pain on the table. I was told
that most women returned to work the following day and only dealt
with “mild cramping” while scarification occurred, but the next five
months of my life were hell.
I never knew when the pain would hit. Walking, sitting, standing,
even just lying in bed. Once at the store, I doubled over and sobbed
because the pain was so sudden and severe. Once while driving I
almost vomited out the window of my car. This went on for months
and I finally went to the emergency room after spending about twenty
minutes curled up on the living room floor in a fetal position from
the pain.
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The doctor at the hospital didn’t even know what Essure implants
were. I had to explain the device and the procedure, and he seemed
skeptical that I knew what I was talking about. He ordered a CT of
my abdomen and thought everything looked normal, even though
shortly before he’d never heard of Essure. Planned Parenthood ordered a pelvic and trans-vaginal ultrasound. And then another. After
three pelvic and three trans-vaginal ultrasounds I was told that the
implants were in the right place, and that the scar tissue must still be
forming.
“Don’t worry,” they told me, “you must just have a low pain tolerance.” Well. That’s simply not the case.
***
In July, following the FDA announcement that Essure implants
would no longer be sold in the US after December of 2018, Bayer said
they were voluntarily halting the sale of the device. This was around
the time I decided I needed the Essure coils removed. In August, I
met with a surgeon who had removed Essure implants from other
patients.
The surgery would be robot-assisted, which meant smaller incisions and easier healing. The surgeon and the robot would remove
my fallopian tubes and the corners (“shoulders”) of my uterus, thereby removing the troublesome little coils. My surgery was scheduled
for the last day of the month but was pushed back a week because my
surgeon had a death in the family.
My insurance covered the surgery at 90% but my share of the procedure was about $10,000. I was only able to afford it with financial
aid from the hospital.
***
I told a male member of my family that I had “gotten spayed” and
he just scoffed at me. He thinks there’s something wrong with me
because I don’t want kids.
***
At my post-op appointment, my surgeon showed me the photos
taken by the robot during my surgery. One photo clearly showed that
one of the implants was a hair’s breadth from puncturing my tube,
and the coil could be seen poking through the tissue. That explained
my severe and unpredictable pain. Had I not had the implants re-
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moved I could have been severely injured by those tiny metallic coil
***
All of this could have been avoided if I’d simply been able to get
a tubal ligation. But I was told that I was too young. That I’d change
my mind. That my husband would want kids. But the thing is, a tubal
ligation can be reversed. Essure can’t. If my doctors listened to me
rather than perpetuating outdated, patriarchal stereotypes, I could
have had a simpler, less painful, more affordable procedure.
I still accomplished what I wanted, but it happened the longer,
more painful, more expensive roundabout way.
***
I wish people saw me— and other childless women— as more than
a waste of space. I’m tired of being vilified.
“Not having kids is selfish!” they say.
“It’s your job to have kids! That’s what your family wants. Your
mom must be so sad she won’t be a grandma!” It goes on.
Maybe it is selfish, because I’m choosing to live for myself rather
than kids I don’t want. Maybe I’m not “doing my job,” but I’m okay
with that.
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